Depressive symptoms predict norepinephrine response to a psychological stressor task in Alzheimer's caregivers.
Increased depressive symptoms have been associated with increased basal plasma norepinephrine (NE), and may be associated with exaggerated NE response to stress. This exaggerated response may play a role in health consequences associated with caring for a loved-one with Alzheimer's disease. The current study examined the relations between the level of depressive symptoms in spousal caregivers and the physiological response to a psychological stress task. Fifty-five spousal caregivers (mean age 73 +/- 8 years) completed the depression subscale of the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI). Plasma NE levels were assessed before and immediately after a speech stressor conducted at the caregiver's home. Hierarchical linear regression was used to determine whether caregiver depressive symptoms significantly improved prediction of change in NE levels beyond other factors theoretically and empirically related to NE. Level of depressive symptoms significantly predicted post-stressor change in NE levels (p < .01), even when controlling for age, caregiver distress, presence of caregiver hypertension, and care recipient level of cognitive function. Higher levels of depressive symptoms were associated with a greater plasma NE response to the psychological stress task. Depressive symptoms may act to exaggerate NE response to the stress of caregiving, potentially leading to an allostatic load that might predispose caregivers to negative health consequences, including cardiovascular morbidity.